. Participants may feel more relaxed and less pressured to answer every question because others are also responding (Basch 1987; Festervand 1984-85). At the same time, the focus group setting is flexible enough to allow the kind of probing and follow-up that characterize the semistructured one-onone interview when unanticipated responses are generated. Moreover, preliminary research using focus groups can identify appropriate wording (including special terminology the research population may use) and frames of reference for fixed-format survey questionnaires and clarify the meaning of potential survey questions for the population under study.
not achieved in the usual interview situation (Basch 1987; Folch-Lyon and Trost 1981; McDonald and Topper 1989) . Some evidence suggests that the &dquo;safety in numbers&dquo; of a focus group encourages participants to answer questions in more detail than they would divulge in an individual interview (Festervand 1984-85; Folch-Lyon and Trost 1981; Mariampolski 1989) . Participants may feel more relaxed and less pressured to answer every question because others are also responding (Basch 1987; Festervand 1984-85) . At the same time, the focus group setting is flexible enough to allow the kind of probing and follow-up that characterize the semistructured one-onone interview when unanticipated responses are generated. Moreover, preliminary research using focus groups can identify appropriate wording (in- cluding special terminology the research population may use) and frames of reference for fixed-format survey questionnaires and clarify the meaning of potential survey questions for the population under study.
The limitations of focus groups for research, however, should be considered. Because focus group methodology uses only a small number of respondents who are not generally selected through scientific sampling, focus group data are not readily generalizable (Basch 1987; Folch-Lyon and Trost 1981) . Thus the methodology is more appropriate for generating hypotheses than for testing them. Furthermore, the quality of focus group results can only be as good as the skills of the moderators who conduct the sessions (Festervand 1984-85) . Highly skilled moderators are not always available or affordable. Finally, because it is labor intensive and thus expensive to conduct focus groups and analyze their results, researchers ought to determine, before investing in this methodology, whether the information sought is already available in existing survey data, literature reviews, or expert testimony (Krueger 1988) .
This article presents a case study of focus group research that involved discussing sensitive subject matter with children. In addition to describing the general procedures used, it examines special issues that may arise in this setting and describes how they were handled in this case. Only methodological issues are discussed; research results are presented elsewhere (Hoppe et al. 1994 As mentioned earlier in this discussion, selection of participants for focus groups is usually purposive rather than random. We recommend determining the salient demographic factors for conducting the focus group research and then sampling based on those factors. Our goal in conducting focus groups was to prepare for the longitudinal phase of our school-based study. We knew that in our longitudinal study we would be interested in multiethnic groups of children in the third through sixth grades, with approximately equal gender representation. We selected a school-based sample with those characteristics.
We cannot generalize from the information collected in our focus groups, but because of our approach to sample selection, we can confidently use such information to guide the longitudinal phase of our study.
Size and Composition of Groups
Size and composition are important variables in focus groups. CHAP groups ranged in size from 3 to 8 participants (mean group size = 5.04, mode = 5); moderator feedback suggested that the middle of the range is optimal. Generating good cross-talk required three involved and responsive children at a minimum, and to ensure three &dquo;talkers,&dquo; it was better to have four or five children in a group. Smaller groups, in which it was hard to get a lively discussion going, became more like parallel individual interviews, and in larger groups (six or more) it was difficult for the moderator to hold the attention of all the children and draw out the quieter ones.
The prior experience of one of the authors (Wilsdon) in another research setting led us to consider age as part of group composition. For children, large age discrepancies within groups may be problematic, particularly because the presence of an older child may inhibit the participation of younger children. Within each of our focus groups, all participants were from the same grade.
Groups of friends also seemed to create an atmosphere more conducive to talking than did groups of strangers. The children seemed to feel safer and were more willing to express their opinions in a group of children they already knew.
We recommend that children's focus groups be homogeneous with respect to gender. According to Greenbaum (1990) , younger children may be more comfortable and open with children of the same sex. Older children may be so interested in the opposite sex that mixed groups are too distracting for them (Stewart and Shamdasani 1990 sparked a good discussion and allowed the children to become familiar with other children in the group, the moderator, the microphone, and the format. Often discussion on these introductory topics would last as long as 10 minutes. We were then able to go on to more sensitive topics. Even with the warm-up period, we moved slowly into the sensitive topics, making sure the children were comfortable as we proceeded. The approach of &dquo;phasing in&dquo; to more sensitive topics seemed successful. We also tried starting some group sessions with a questionnaire, but this was not successful; moderators felt that it dampened the overall responsiveness of those groups, with the result that participants never really &dquo;warmed up.&dquo;
Facilitating a balanced discussion can be a challenge for moderators. A group can get too lively. As one of our moderators put it, &dquo;'There is always a struggle between getting kids to talk and getting them to talk in order.&dquo; If the children talk over each other, it is difficult for a note taker to record all of their responses and equally challenging for a transcriptionist to decipher later what was said and by whom. In lively groups, having the children raise their hands when they wanted to talk was helpful. In less lively groups, letting participants enter the conversation without being &dquo;called on&dquo; increased spontaneity.
We also recommend meeting to debrief soon after each focus group session. This allows moderators and research staff to evaluate the session and determine whether revisions in questions, scripts, or procedures are needed.
Audiotaping focus group sessions is a good idea. Our concern that the children might feel inhibited by the presence of tape-recording equipment was unfounded. They quickly acclimated to the recorder and seemed to ignore it. In fact, setting up the equipment and allowing the children to test it was a good warm-up activity. Audiotaping has the advantage of allowing verbatim transcription of focus group sessions for use in analysis. Our (Mariampolski 1989) . Group moderators must be watchful and astute in assessing degree of comfort and group cooperation, and for this reason moderators for children's groups must be skilled in working with children. Some researchers argue that the synergism that occurs in a focus group may break down the kinds of social barriers ordinarily present when sensitive topics are introduced in a one-on-one interview (Mariampolski 1989) , although Basch (1987) contends that little research has attempted to test this hypothesis. The CHAP focus group experience lends support to both sides of the disagreement. In some groups we could provoke very personal and wide-ranging discussions, but in others we could not elicit meaningful information. Greenbaum (1990) This was a good example of the need for moderators to be very sensitive to the comfort level of group participants. It was only when the group as a whole felt comfortable with the sensitive subject matter that the discussion could go forward. In this case, the children's giggles and comments showed that despite their embarrassment they were willing to allow the discussion to move forward.
On the other hand, in some groups of sixth-grade girls, discussion stalled as members of the group waited for someone else to respond. The female moderator reported in her summary for one of these groups that &dquo;the sixthgrade girls were a very difficult group with which to hold discussion. They were not forthcoming with information, [and] 
